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Purpose of Report 

This report follows your joint agreement with Hon Grant Robertson, Minister of Finance to 

expand the Equitable Digital Access project to maintain resilience in the education system 

through the 2021 school year while COVID-19 resurgence remains an ongoing risk [METIS 

1248643]. Following the Cabinet’s decision to upgrade the Auckland region to COVID-19 Alert 

Level 3 on 27 February, this seeks your further agreement to an approach and next steps for 

proactively establishing new household connections to the internet ahead of any further 

possible further COVID-19 related school or kura closures. 

Summary 

• The Ministry’s COVID-19 related distance learning package included $36.4 million of 

COVID-19 Response and Recovery Funding (CRRF) to enable as many learners as 

possible to access online teaching and learning.  The Government connected learner 

households to the internet and supplied fit-for-education devices (laptops, iPads and 

Chromebooks) to learners in-need [CAB-MIN-20-0136 refers]. 

 

• Alongside Hon Grant Robertson, Minister of Finance, you have agreed to reprioritise 

up to $10.2 million of expected savings from Equitable Digital Access project funding 

in 2020/21 to extend existing internet connections until 31 December 2021 as well as 

establish a small pool of approximately 2,000 fit-for-education devices and 2,000 

connections in the event of any further COVID-19 related school or kura closures 

[METIS 1248643]. 

 

• Our advice leading up to this decision was based on changeability of the global 

pandemic and ongoing possibility of community emergence of COVID-19.  In 

particular, the risk that the emerging pattern of regional transitions into COVID Alert 

Levels 3-4, mean that schools and kura may be required a transition to emergency 

distance teaching and learning in 2021 at short notice. This approach is reinforced by 

the Cabinet’s decision to upgrade the Auckland region to COVID-19 Alert Level 3 on 

27 February. 
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• Due to this decision and the complexity of commercial arrangements with internet 

service providers as well as the unpredictable lead-time required to successfully 

connect households, it is recommended that the Ministry now begin identifying and 

making arrangements for the provision of approximately 2,000 internet connections 

immediately. Our lessons learned over 2020 [para 12, METIS 1248643 refers] are that, 

whereas fit-for-education devices can be swiftly delivered to learners, schools and kura 

in rapid response to lock-down scenarios, new internet connections can take 

significant time for internet service providers to scope, install and troubleshoot, 

creating the risk that, in a short, localised lock-down model, connections are made well 

after lock-down.  

 

• Due to ongoing patterns of community COVID-19 emergence in South Auckland and 

the heightened risk associated with proximity to managed isolation and quarantine 

(MIQ) facilities, this is our recommended priority (followed by the rest of Auckland 

depending on available stock). Additional priorities include connecting learners in 

Years 9-13+, from deciles 1-3. Further priority will be given where there is more than 

one secondary-aged learner present in these cohorts.  

 

• This will remove our ability to reactively connect new households to the internet if there 

are school and kura closures in other areas. As above, due to the lag-time associated 

with making new connections (as well as the relatively small number of connections), 

however, this is our recommended approach to most effectively support learner 

households through lock-down scenarios. 

 

Recommended Actions  

The Ministry of Education recommends you: 

 

a) Note that the emergency distance learning response to COVID-19 Alert Levels 3-4 in 

March 2020 included contracting with internet service providers to connect some 

private households to the internet and supplying fit-for-education devices to identified 

learners at a cost of $36.4 million [CAB-MIN-20-0136 and METIS 1234656 refer]; 

 

Noted 

b) Note that all-of-Government work on the broader systemic issue of ‘closing the digital 

divide’ is not expected to produce widely-available solutions before 2022, and that the 

Ministry is taking further interim steps to maintain resilience in the education system 

for at least the 2021 school year while COVID-19 resurgence remains an immediate 

risk; 

 
Noted 

c) Note that the Ministers of Finance and Education have jointly agreed to expand the 

Equitable Digital Access project to maintain resilience in the education system through 

the 2021 school year while COVID-19 resurgence remains a risk by reprioritising up to 

$10.2 million of Equitable Digital Access (COVID-19 Response and Recovery) funding 

[METIS 1248643]; 
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Noted 

d) Note that this included agreement to extend existing internet connections until 31 

December 2021 and establish a small pool of fit-for-education devices and connections 

to address possible new demand [METIS 1248643]; 

Noted 

e) Note that, as previously reported, this funding will provide for approximately 2,000 new 

devices and a further 2,000 new internet connections, however new investment will be 

required above this in the event of larger scale schools and kura closures – particularly 

at a national-level or across multiple regions [METIS 1248643]; 

Noted 

 

f) Note that the complexity of commercial arrangements with internet service providers 

and the unpredictable lead-time required to successfully connect households means 

that a reactive approach is less likely to effectively support learner households through 

lock-down scenarios; 

 

Noted 

 

g) Agree that the Ministry immediately begin proactively connecting a further 2,000 

households to the internet ahead of further possible COVID-19 related school or kura 

closures; 

Agreed / not agreed 

h) Agree the Ministry’s proposed approach to prioritising learner households in South 

Auckland (followed by the rest of Auckland depending on available stock) due to the 

heightened risk associated with proximity to managed isolation and quarantine 

facilities, with particular priority for learners in Years 9-13+, and from deciles 1-3 with 

additional priority given where there is more than one secondary-aged learner present 

in the households within the above cohorts; 

 

Agreed  not agreed 

 

i) Note that design is underway to evaluate the impact which access to the internet and 

fit-for-education devices has on both education and wider social outcomes for learners 

and their whānau [METIS 1248643]; and 

Noted 

j) Agree that this report should not be proactively released at this time due to commercial 

sensitivity. 

Agreed  not agreed 

 

 

 

Proa
cti

ve
ly 

Rele
as

ed



4 

 

 
Ellen MacGregor-Reid  Hon Chris Hipkins 
Deputy Secretary  Minister of Education 
Early Learning and Student Achievement 
 
05/03/2021          __/__/____ 
 
 

Background 

1. The Ministry’s COVID-19 related distance learning package included $36.4 million of 

COVID-19 Response and Recovery Funding (CRRF) to enable as many learners as 

possible to access online teaching and learning by contracting with internet service 

providers to connect a total of 53,267 households to the internet for a six-month period 

and to supply fit-for-education devices (laptops, iPads and Chromebooks) to learners in-

need [CAB-MIN-20-0136 refers]. 

2. While our immediate priority has been to deliver access to the internet for student 

households as an emergency response to school and service closures, work has been 

continued since March and a total of 45,900 households have now had connections 

allocated.1  

3. Alongside Hon Grant Robertson, Minister of Finance, you have agreed to reprioritise up 

to $10.2 million of expected savings from Equitable Digital Access project funding in 

2020/21 to extend existing internet connections until 31 December 2021 as well as 

establish a pool of fit-for-education devices and connections in the event of any further 

COVID-19 related school or kura closures [METIS 1248643 refers]. 

4. Our advice leading up to this decision has been based on the changeability of the global 

pandemic and the ongoing possibility of community emergence of COVID-19.  In 

particular, the risk that the emerging pattern of regional transitions into COVID Alert 

Levels 3-4, mean that schools and kura may be required a transition to emergency 

distance teaching and learning in 2021 at short notice. 

Proactively connecting households 

5. The need to connect additional households to the internet responds to the likelihood of 

new demand arising in the 2021 school year. New demand is expected to be driven by 

changing cohort of learners at ages where blended and digital solutions become more 

central to the continuity of their learning (especially Years 9-13+) or as a result of general 

churn (e.g. learners moving households or schools/kura identifying need they were 

previously unaware of).  

 
1 The Ministry contracts with internet service providers to allocate connections to households - a process 
which requires both: (a) delivery of a modem (or other hardware); and (b) a usable service being 
available to the household. Of the 45,900 connections ‘allocated’, internet service providers report that 
26,000 have already been connected or have connections in progress. We are still awaiting reports 
from providers on the further 19,000. 
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6. In the event of further COVID-19 related school or kura closures, we advised that these 

learners could be exposed to disruption of their learning continuity.  

7. Due to the complexity of commercial arrangements with internet service providers and 

the unpredictable lead-time required to successfully connect households, it is 

recommended that the Ministry begin proactively working with schools and kura to 

identify and arrange these internet connections immediately.  

8. Our lessons learned over 2020 [para 12, METIS 1248643 refers] are that, whereas fit-

for-education devices can be swiftly delivered to learners, schools and kura in rapid 

response to lock-down scenarios, new internet connections can take significant time for 

internet service providers to scope, install and troubleshoot, creating the risk that, in a 

short, localised lock-down model, connections are made well after lock-down.  

9. This will remove our ability to reactively connect new households to the internet if there 

are school and kura closures in other areas. As above, due to the lag-time associated 

with making new connections and the relatively small number of connections (2,000), 

this is our recommended approach to most effectively support learners and their 

whānau. 

Prioritisation approach 

10. Your agreement is also sought to a proposed prioritisation approach – ensuring that our 

limited supply of funding for internet connections goes to those learners who are most 

in-need. 

11. Due to ongoing patterns of community COVID-19 emergence in South Auckland and the 

heightened risk associated with proximity to managed isolation and quarantine (MIQ) 

facilities, building resilience in this region is our recommended priority (followed by the 

rest of Auckland depending on available stock). As in the past, further priorities are 

connecting learners in Years 9-13+, in deciles 1-3. We may also give additional priority 

where there is more than one secondary-aged learner present in the households within 

these cohorts.2 

12. Due however, to the limited funding (for approximately 2,000 connections), it is unlikely 

that we will be able to meet all demand within this cohort of learners and will need to 

adopt a graduated approach to distribution, beginning with our highest priority learners. 

Evaluating outcomes for learners and their whānau 

13. As previously reported, the Ministry is designing evaluation work to assess the impact 

which access to the internet and fit-for-education devices has on both education and 

wider social outcomes for learners and their whānau [METIS 1248643]. This will help to 

leverage COVID-19 response work into longer-term systemic change, particularly in 

association with the proposed cross-agency work on digital inclusion led by the 

Department of Internal Affairs. 

 
2 Priority order will be connecting learners in Years 13+ in decile 1, then decile 2, then decile 3. Moving 

then, in descending order, into Years 12 and below in similar fashion. At each of these stages, 

additional priority may be given where households have more than one learner. 

 

Proa
cti

ve
ly 

Rele
as

ed



6 

Risks 

14. The key risk of immediately undertaking this work is that it will reduce our ability to

reactively connect new households to the internet if there are school and kura closures

in other areas. Nonetheless a proactive approach is recommended due to the lag-time

associated with making new connections and the associated difficulty in swift reaction

to lockdown.

15. There remains a risk of a perception of unfairness for any learner households who do

not receive a subsidised internet connection through this process. Due to the limited

supply, we are unlikely to be able to meet all demand - even within the priority group in

Auckland (Years 9-13+, deciles 1-3). It is intended that by providing connections with a

clear priority order will help to mitigate this risk and provide transparency to stakeholders

(see para 12 above).

Treasury consultation 

16. This paper has been shared with The Treasury in advance and they have confirmed that

the Minister of Finance does not need to provide further approvals to enact this decision.

Proactive Release 

17. It is not intended that this Education Report be proactively released at this time due to

commercial sensitivity, as per Official Information Act 1982, s 9 (2)(g)(i).

Attachment 

• Education Report: Keeping households connected through the 2021 school year

[METIS 1248643].
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